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At the end of December, the Haitian legislature rejected President Rene Preval's latest nominee for
prime minister, the second such rejection since Rosny Smarth resigned from the post last June. The
newest setback follows nearly two months of lobbying by the Preval administration and, to a lesser
extent, the US government to win support for the nominee, Herve Denis. The seven-month political
crisis is now likely to deepen, since opposition legislators have vowed to block approval of any new
prime minister until the April 6 legislative and municipal elections are annulled and a new electoral
council is formed.
Haiti has been without a functioning government since June 9, when ex-prime minister Smarth
resigned in protest over the April elections, widely condemned as fraudulent. In July, President
Preval appointed a new minister, Eric Pierre, but the nomination was rejected because Preval
refused to negotiate electoral reforms with the legislative opposition and because Pierre staunchly
supported neoliberal reforms rejected by many congressional delegates. The crisis worsened in
October after Smarth and four of his 14 Cabinet ministers refused to continue handling the state's
day-to-day operations (see NotiCen, 06/12/97, 07/31/97, 10/23/97).

US attempts to mediate between executive, legislature
As the crisis worsened, US officials became much more concerned that the political impasse could
undermine the relative stability achieved in Haiti following the 1994 intervention that restored expresident Jean-Bertrand Aristide to power. Indeed, hundreds of millions of dollars in foreign aid are
now frozen pending the formation of a new government. The lack of development funds, combined
with reluctance by foreign investors to risk their capital in Haiti, is blocking economic recovery.
The government reported 1.4% GDP growth in 1997, less than half the 2.9% rate registered in 1996
and barely one-third of the 4.5% growth the government expected at the beginning of the year.
Given the 70% unemployment rate, most Haitians subsist on remittances from relatives living
abroad and a large-scale humanitarian-aid program sponsored chiefly by the US government.
President Bill Clinton's administration fears that deteriorating living conditions will lead to social
upheaval and another exodus of refugees to the US. "The US desperately wants a political solution
to the crisis," said Rachel Neild of the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA). "Their main
concern is that Haiti will unravel on every front."
In late October and early November, US officials attempted to broker a deal between the executive
and the legislature to end the impasse. US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright went to Haiti,
where she urged both sides to compromise for the good of the country. Former national security
advisor Anthony Lake then made two visits to push for mutual concessions to pave the way for
approval of a new prime minister before the end of the year. "At this point, Washington appears to
be reasoning that no political solution means no economic reform, which means greater economic
deterioration, which means boat people," said Neild. "The question is how you stop it from
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unravelling. You do what you can to maintain security by propping up the police...and you twist
arms to get a political settlement."

President Preval makes some concessions to legislators
Lake's efforts convinced Preval to give some ground. In early November, the president forced six
of the nine members of the Provisional Electoral Council (CEP) to resign, and he set up a special
commission to investigate the charges of fraud in the April elections. The opposition led by the
Organisation Politique Lavalas (OPL) had accused CEP members of rigging the elections to favor the
Fanmi Lavalas party, headed by ex-president Aristide.
Most CEP members are Aristide loyalists, and CEP tallies of the electoral results gave Fanmi Lavalas
two of the nine Senate seats that were contested in the elections, with the remaining seven seats
to be decided in a runoff vote. The CEP also granted one of two contested seats in the 83-member
Chamber of Deputies to Fanmi Lavalas, as well as hundreds of seats in district councils around
the country. Shortly after the vote, the Organization of American States (OAS) and other foreign
observer delegations confirmed numerous irregularities and apparent fraud during the elections. In
late August, the UN also suspended its technical aid to the CEP including ballots, voting equipment,
and other materials until the council proves it can hold a fair vote.
President Preval, however, has argued that he lacks authority to dismiss the autonomous CEP,
much less annul the elections, as the opposition demands. The OPL and its allies counter that Preval
who was Aristide's handpicked successor supports the CEP's fraudulent maneuvers. Thus, the
dismissal of two-thirds of the CEP directorate marked an important concession by Preval, as did
his agreement to investigate the elections. Apparently, US support for his overtures convinced the
president that the legislature would accept the concessions and rapidly approve Herve Denis, whom
Preval had nominated in mid-November. Denis, a left-leaning economics professor, is the rector
of the State University of Haiti and was minister of information and culture from 1993- 1994 in expresident Aristide's government in exile.

Legislature rejects new nominee for prime minister
Nevertheless, the OPL and other opposition parties argued that Preval's concessions fell far short
of their demands, which include the dismissal of all CEP members, the creation of a new bipartisan
body to oversee electoral affairs, and the annulment of the April elections independent of the fraud
investigations. The OPL considers repeal of the election results essential, since it would lose control
of the Senate if the two Fanmi Lavalas candidates who allegedly won in the first round are allowed
to take their seats. "The elections were marred by a huge fraud perpetrated by the Fanmi Lavalas,
the CEP, and President Preval," said Gerard Pierre-Charles, head of the OPL. "The OPL will not
ratify Denis's nomination or any other appointee unless the elections are annulled."
As a result, on Dec. 23, the Chamber of Deputies where the OPL controls 33 of 83 seats rejected
Denis's appointment. Only 72 deputies were present during the vote, 34 of whom voted in favor,
33 against, and five abstained. Denis needed an absolute majority to win his appointment. The
rejection of Denis means that Haiti's political crisis will likely continue for many months, because
even if President Preval finds a new candidate for prime minister, neither the executive nor the
legislature is likely to budge any further on the election issue. "The demand to annul the elections
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is anti-democratic," said Preval a few days after the legislative vote. "I already proposed a prime
minister who was rejected. Then I proposed a second prime minister. Are we going to play this
game forever?"
The US will also be hard pressed to negotiate another agreement that could break the impasse.
Given the failure of the efforts by Albright and Lake, criticism abounded that the US "lacks
understanding" of Haitian politics. "US policymakers have a limited vision of the Haitian reality,"
said Francois Roc, a prominent journalist and political analyst. "So they hastily improvise
unworkable solutions." [Sources: Spanish news service EFE, 10/28/97, 10/29/97, 11/04/97; Deutsche
Press Agentur, 11/02/97, 11/03/97, 11/28/97; Inter Press Service, 11/11/97, 12/03/97; Agence FrancePresse, 11/03/97, 12/08/97; Notimex, 10/29/97, 11/17/97, 12/11/97, 12/15/97, 12/16/97; Associated Press,
10/28/97, 11/01/97, 11/06/97, 12/23/97; Miami Herald, 11/03/97, 11/21/97, 12/25/97; Reuter, 11/03/97,
12/29/97, 12/30/97]
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